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The literary criticism of the so-called cult of Southern femininity in the fiction
and drama of Southern writers is well established. However, there is little criticism
regarding these figures in Southern poetry. In response to this gap in scholarship, this
study examines the changing representations of the belle or lady in Southern poetry from
the early nineteenth through the mid-twentieth century. She appears in poems written by
white and African American men and women from three distinct historical and literary
periods in the South: the antebellum period, the post-bellum period, and the twentieth
century. This study examines the manner in which these different groups of poets in each
period represent her. The overall trend of Southern poetry’s portrayal of women through
these periods is that it moves from an idealized and mythical image in the antebellum
period to a more realistic image in the twentieth century.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The Companion to Southern Literature claims that the cult of Southern femininity
grew out of the nineteenth-century plantation society in the South. It adapted this model
of womanhood from the European “feudal system of lords, knights, and ladies with
attending servants” (Manning 95). Just as medieval times engendered their own legends
and archetypes, the images of the Southern belle and lady became intrinsically linked
with the mythology of plantation life itself. The concept of the belle was a gradual
cultural evolution, but its first acknowledged appearance in literature was in John
Pendleton Kennedy’s Swallow Barn (1832). Kennedy created this character in a time of
social unrest, soon after Nat Turner’s rebellion; she reinforced plantation life as stable
and ideal (Weaks 41). The belle figure in the plantation novel, according to Kathryn Lee
Seidel, was also “a reaction to the first stirrings of a women’s rights movement in the
United States” (41). Thus, the belle as a literary figure grew out of a desire to preserve
traditional Southern culture. One must distinguish between the belle, whom Manning
describes as an “innocently flirtatious, winsome, spirited, spunky” unmarried girl in her
teenage years (95), and the lady, who is a dignified, married, adult belle; however, both
are crucial icons of the cult of Southern femininity. Of course, everyday Southern women
did not live as myth and fiction portrayed them. Still, however, white male antebellum
writers perpetuated this cult,” perhaps a result of their own personal wishes or possibly a
broader sense of nostalgia and defensiveness of Southern culture.
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While the Southern lady or belle is a distinct figure in Southern literature, the cult
of Southern femininity has exerted a broader influence over Southern poets in terms of
how they tend to write about all women, Southern or not. The portrayal of women
throughout the history of literature has been inescapably influenced by gender politics.
Kate Millett, in her book Sexual Politics, uses the term “politics” not in the context of
government but in the broader context of “power-structured relationships, arrangements
whereby one group of persons is controlled by antother” (23). On a basic level of gender
relations, Millett argues that this imbalance of power requires “socialization” of both
males and females to “basic patriarchal polities with regard to temperament, role, and
status” (26). Thus, females are socially conditioned to acquire “passivity, ignorance,
docility, ‘virtue,’ and ineffectuality” (26). Literature, then, is one of many links in the
patriarchal political chain that reinforces the notion that to be feminine is to have traits of
subordination. However, literature also plays a role in softening the egregiousness of
gender inequality. The notions of chivalry and romantic love, which male writers have
touted for centuries, are tools used by “the master group…in elevating its subject to
pedestal level” (37) in order to disguise women’s lack of political agency.
The study of gender relations in Western literature is quite vast, and this study
examines them only in the context of Southern poetry from the early nineteenth century
through the early twentieth century. The figure of the Southern lady (and her younger
counterpart, the belle) emerged from Victorian dogma asserting that “all women were
‘ladies’ – namely members of that fraction of the upper classes and bourgeoisie which
treated women to expressions of elaborate concern, while permitting them no legal or
personal freedoms” (Millett 73). The title of “Lady” once carried political weight, as it
was reserved for nobility, but the “ladies” of the nineteenth century did not gain any real
2

political power in their own right. In the Southern United States, women of plantationwealthy families were also expected to be “ladies” instead of mere women, embodying
conventional feminine values and taking their proper, subordinate, place in the patriarchy.
Anya Jabour claims, “To deserve protection, white women – like black slaves – had to
admit their absolute dependence on the husband or master and obey him implicitly.
…submissiveness was both the essence and the salvation of the southern lady” (4). The
notion of the Southern lady resulted in the “cult of Southern femininity,” which
encouraged women to be ladies and men to worship them.
The figure of the lady in Southern literature gradually evolved (or perhaps
devolved) from the early nineteenth through the early twentieth century. Although the
feminine image has been explored extensively in Southern fiction, there is much room to
pursue the ways in which authors treat it in this region’s poetry 1. This study explores the
changing feminine image in Southern poetry over three distinct cultural periods: the
antebellum period, the post-bellum period, and the twentieth century. Through the end of
the Civil War, most poems depict the Southern lady as a clear model of ideal womanhood
and, adhering to the ideals of Southern femininity, equate physical beauty with spiritual
perfection. Poems written in the postbellum period tend to mark the downfall of this
image, which accompanies both the cultural loss of chivalry and romance in the South
and the stirrings of the women’s liberation movement in America. By the twentieth
century, poems blatantly strip away the façade of the cult of Southern femininity. Clearly,
the image of the Southern lady is not entirely consistent throughout each period. It tends
to vary due to the different perspectives the poet’s gender and race offer. However, all of
the poems discussed fall into the broad trends of each time period.
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CHAPTER II
ANTEBELLUM PERIOD: THROUGH 1865
Many antebellum poems about women idolized them. The myth of Southern
femininity was strong because a somewhat feudal economic system delineated clear roles
for everyone based on gender and race. Most of the recognized poets in the antebellum
South were white men from middle or upper-class backgrounds. Therefore, early
nineteenth-century poems, such as Edward Coote Pinkney’s “A Health” and Edgar Allan
Poe’s “To Helen,” showed women from a point of view limited by gender and class.
These poems exemplify the manner in which white male antebellum poets viewed
women more as idols than complex human beings. Recognized African American
Southern poets were scarce during this period, but those who gained recognition for their
work, such as George Moses Horton, tended to adopt the style of their white
contemporaries. Most white women, the most prolific being Louisa S. McCord,
reinforced the image of the ideal Southern lady, but two well-known African American
woman poets, Francis Ellen Watkins Harper and Adah Isaacs Menken, challenged this
model.
Edward Coote Pinkney, born in 1802, excelled in love songs praising women’s
beauty. His poem “A Health,” written in 1825, exemplifies the image of the Southern
lady. This poem, which critics generally believe Pinkney wrote for his wife (Bain and
Flora 361), may have begun with inspiration from a real woman, but she quickly loses
her humanity and is transformed by the poet’s will into an archetype. Reading the poem
4

without knowing the author’s intentions, one might never imagine that he wrote it for any
real woman because of its lack of specificity. In other words, he appears to describe a
type rather than a well-rounded human being. For example, Pinkney claims his subject to
be “[a] woman, of her gentle sex the seeming paragon” (line 2). The etymology of the
word “paragon” in the English language dates back to the thirteenth-century AngloNorman word paragone or peragone, meaning “perfect diamond” (OED). This word’s
origins reinforce Pinkney’s objectification of the woman he toasts. She appears, indeed,
more like a perfect diamond than a real woman. Pinkney continues to describe his subject
in ambiguous terms as he writes that she is “A form so fair, that, like the air, ’tis less of
earth than heaven” (4). This line implies that she is not even human – she is a “form,” or
type. Yet, while Pinkney’s simile praises the woman by comparing her form to heaven,
the intangible images here also imply that she is illusory.
In the second stanza, Pinkney describes her in more immediate and tangible
terms. Following the Petrarchan tradition, he uses a blazon to draw attention to her most
admirable features. For instance, “Her every tone is music’s own, like those of morning
birds” (6). He continues this pattern of similes in describing her voice, when he writes,
“…from her lips each [word] flows / As one may see the burthened bee forth issue from
the rose” (7-8). Also, “her feelings have the fragrancy, the freshness, of young flowers”
(10). Although these images are more concrete than those in the first stanza, they are still
rather generic and exude an ephemeral quality, which perhaps points to the temporality of
the real woman as opposed to the lasting archetype of the lady or belle. Pinkney’s subject
seems to exude qualities of each in different stanzas of the poem, but the youthful images
here suggest that he sees her as a belle. The image of the bee pollinating the rose
suggests the beginnings of life or creation, and the fresh, young flowers suggest a
5

youthful image that will not last in reality. Thus, his words must suffice to preserve the
image of the woman he so admires.
Through his poetry, Pinkney attempts to preserve what he can of this lady or
belle. The third stanza shows him informing the reader in more direct terms how he will
save her memory: “Of her bright face one glance will trace a picture on the brain, / And
of her voice in echoing hearts a sound must long remain” (13-14). While some image in
the form of vision and sound will remain in the poet’s memory, he does not specify the
exact image that his memory will preserve. And even though her memory “so very much
endears” itself to him (15), after contemplating the images Pinkney offers in the previous
stanzas, this line raises questions concerning the validity of her endearing qualities.
Whether or not the subject began as an actual woman, Pinkney’s third stanza establishes
her as an archetype by the end of the poem. Anne Firor Scott questions the reasons
women tolerated such unrealistic expectations as Pinkney’s poem upholds. She proposes
that women were indoctrinated into these ideas from an early age and that “[c]hurches,
schools, parents, books, magazines, all promulgated the same message: be a lady and you
will be loved and respected and supported” (20). Antebellum poetry such as Pinkney’s
plays a role in the larger social agenda of preserving the patriarchy by reinforcing the
feminine qualities desired by men and not offering alternative, perhaps less lofty,
qualities for women to emulate.
In a vein similar to “A Health,” Poe’s “To Helen,” published in 1848, idolizes the
feminine image and perpetuates the cult of Southern femininity in poetry. Poe wrote a
more widely read poem, also titled “To Helen,” which praises the same woman but does
so much more briefly. Poe’s poems addressed to Helen were inspired by Helen Whitman,
a New England poet, six years his senior, whom he met about a year after the death of his
6

wife, Virginia Clemm. Elisabeth Ellicott Poe notes that “in Helen Whitman was the
fulfillment of all his dreams. She was the queen of his exquisite fancies about women,
those delicate, rare visions of beautiful women, fairy creatures, that remain in lofty
solitude on the peaks of literature” (38). This Helen is, to use Scott’s words, “endowed
with the capacity to ‘create a magic spell’ over any man in her vicinity” (4); this
charming effect which the Southern lady possesses is necessary to secure protection by
the man, according to Scott. In “To Helen,” Poe implies this magical spell before he even
shows the woman:
I saw thee once – once only – years ago:
I must not say how many – but not many.
It was a July midnight; and from out
A full-orbed moon, that, like thine own soul, soaring,
Sought a precipitate pathway up through heaven,
There fell a silvery-silken veil of light,
With quietude, and sultriness, and slumber,
Upon the upturn’d faces of a thousand
Roses that grew in an enchanted garden,
Where no wind dared to stir, unless on tiptoe –
Fell on the upturn’d faces of these roses
That gave out, in return for the love-light,
Their odorous souls in an ecstatic death –
Fell on the upturn’d faces of these roses
That smiled and died in this parterre, enchanted
By thee, and by the poetry of thy presence. (lines 1-16)
In fact, he gives the reader ideas about the woman through romantic and almost
otherworldly images of a moonlit “enchanted garden.” In the setting, for example, is a
“full-orbed moon, that, like thine own soul, soaring / Sought a precipitate pathway up
through heaven.” The moon is an image commonly associated with the feminine, and Poe
likens it to Helen’s soul in that both aim heavenward. Another element of the garden that
reveals Helen’s soul, at least from the viewer’s perspective, is the rose, an image that
suggests romantic love and is also present in Pinkney’s poem. Both poems depict the rose
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as a symbol of short-lived beauty, but Poe derives more from the image than Pinkney. He
sees the temporality of the rose as a kind of spiritual sacrifice. When Poe writes of “these
roses / That gave out, in return for the love-light, /Their odorous souls in an ecstatic
death,” he reveals his desire that Helen will, like the roses, have a soul that abandons all
for love. Furthering the belief that the garden is enchanted because of Helen’s presence,
Poe speaks of “this parterre, enchanted / By thee, and by the poetry of thy presence.”
While the notion of love at first sight served to perpetuate the myth of the charming lady
or belle, reality often failed to echo such scenarios between the admirer and the admired.
Scott notes that “if the magic spell turned out to be inadequate to attract him [the suitor],
romantic images of love gave way to more pragmatic considerations. Proximity, a
thoughtful consideration of land and family connections, or the painful fear of being an
old maid were often the basis for marriage” (23-24). Poe is able to fall under Helen’s
“magic spell” because the romance is one-sided and not realized in any practical way.
Another antebellum value that Poe’s poem reinforces is that a woman’s soul
should be pure (Scott 10). Poe dwells on Helen’s eyes, which are commonly related to
one’s soul, for much of the poem’s last two stanzas:
The pearly lustre of the moon went out:
The mossy banks and the meandering paths,
The happy flowers and the repining trees,
Were seen no more: the very roses’ odors
Died in the arms of the adoring airs.
All – all expired save thee – save less than thou:
Save only the divine light in thine eyes –
Save but the soul in thine uplifted eyes.
I saw but them – they were the world to me.
I saw but them – saw only them for hours –
Saw only them until the moon went down (31-41)
They would not go – they never yet have gone.
Lighting my lonely pathway home that night,
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They have not left me – they lead me through the years.
They are my ministers – yet I their slave.
Their office is to illumine and enkindle –
My duty, to be saved by their bright light,
And purified in their electric fire,
And sanctified in their elysian fire.
They fill my soul with Beauty (which is Hope),
And are far up in Heaven – the stars I kneel to
In the sad, silent watches of my night;
While even in the meridian glare of day
I see them still – two sweetly scintillant
Venuses, unextinguished by the sun! (53-66)
Poe describes Helen’s eyes as indistinguishable from stars and claims that the garden is
completely dark “save only the divine light in thine eyes… the soul in thine uplifted
eyes.” The words “divine” and “uplifted” suggest that Helen’s soul is heavenly and that
the “light” may be more metaphorical than literal. Following the Petrarchan tradition, Poe
expresses his belief, or hope, that the woman’s perfection is powerful enough to save the
man from evil and even death when he claims, “My duty [is] to be saved by their bright
light, / And purified in their electric fire, / And sanctified in their elysian fire” (58-60).
However convicted Poe may be in his assertions about this woman whom he has not even
spoken with, he fails to take into account the female perspective on purity. Such high
moral expectations were often a source of anxiety for women in the antebellum South.
Scott writes, “Women whose families and friends thought them ‘spotless’ were
themselves convinced that their souls were in danger” (12). From Poe’s perspective,
Helen’s spotless image seems to endow her with a kind of spiritual power. But what if the
real Helen failed to live up to the image Poe portrays?
The idea of women as the epitome of purity emerges frequently in antebellum
poetry. Thomas Holly Chivers’s 1842 tribute, “To Allegra Florence in Heaven,” recalls
his deceased daughter’s “soft blue eyes…tender / As an angel’s, full of splendor” (lines
33-34) which “did render / Unto me divine delight” (35-36). Like Poe’s Helen, Allegra
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Florence is given only supplementary agency in order to elevate the poet to a higher
spiritual state. Likewise in his poem “Song to Isa,” Chivers claims that the woman lifts
his “swift-winged soul… / Upon [her] voice to heaven” (lines 24-25). Another
antebellum poet, James Mathewes Legare, who died in 1859, praises the woman in his
poem “To a Lily.” Legare begins by addressing the flower: “Inconsolate, bloom not again
/ Thou rival vain / Of her whose charms have thine outdone: Whose purity might spot the
sun, / And make thy leaf a stain” (lines 16-20). Legare’s woman is so pure that not even
the white lily can rival her. And Abram J. Ryan, most noted for his war poetry, identifies
the woman as the keeper of the “peaceful home” (line 32), in his poem “Better Than
Gold.” He calls the home a “shrine of love” (34) which is “[h]allowed by mother, or
sister, or wife” (35). The religious language Ryan uses to depict the house and women,
which he depicts as being naturally linked, suggests that women occupy a sacred role, at
least from the man’s perspective.
Whereas the cult of Southern womanhood was a lifestyle limited to white
Southerners, its influence clearly was not confined to white poets. George Moses Horton,
an African American slave in nineteenth-century North Carolina, was a self-taught poet
who was familiar with the way in which the popular poets of his day rendered the female
subject. Horton’s situation was truly extraordinary, because most of the published
African American poets from the early eighteenth century lived in northern states, where
African American literacy was much higher than in the South. In the 1820s and ’30s,
Horton gained a reputation at the University of North Carolina for public speaking for
audiences of amused students. Over time, he began to understand the demeaning nature
of these performances and turned to writing poetry, which was of greater interest to him
(Sherman 6-8). He began writing acrostic love poems “on the names of many of the tip10

top belles of Virginia, South Carolina, and Georgia” (8) and selling them to the university
students.
Apparently, Horton was familiar enough with the acrostic genre that he could
manipulate the tone according to the amount the young suitor was willing to pay; a
“gushing” poem was worth fifty cents, while a twenty-five cent poem “procured one
more lukewarm in passion” (8). An acrostic poem begins each of its lines with a letter
which, when read vertically, spells out a word, often the name of the person to whom the
poem is dedicated. This form was popular with other recognized poets in Horton’s
generation. One of the most celebrated poets of Horton’s generation, Edgar Allan Poe, is
well known for his acrostic poems, the most famous being his 1829 “An Acrostic,” which
he dedicates to a girl named Elizabeth.
Although Horton is more widely recognized for his anti-slavery poems, the
acrostics that began his career are noteworthy because they reflect the trends and
influences that white Southern poets followed in terms of how they rendered women. As
Joan Sherman contends, “Horton’s verse closely resembles that of white poets of his time
and place” (37). Furthermore, Horton “imbibed the same philosophic ideas and aesthetic
standards as the white poets” since his Chapel Hill audience was white (39). Sherman
concedes that some of Horton’s poetry deviates from the style of his white
contemporaries, but his acrostics clearly reflect their influence.
Horton’s acrostic poem “For the Fair Miss M.M. McLean,” commissioned for a
Mr. Torence (ca. 1853-55), sings Miss McLean’s praises much like Pinkney and Poe
praise their subjects. Like Poe’s Helen, Horton’s woman appears to be one who will
provide a kind of spiritual healing for her admirer. In the third stanza, Horton writes,
“Like pan [sic] whose destiny was grief / Exploring nature for relief / And sure when thee
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my love has found / Nought els[e] in life can heal the wound” (lines 7-10). In the
following stanza, Horton, in the voice of Mr. Torence, claims that when he “cast[s]” his
“eyes afar” (12) into the night sky, he sees his love literally in the heavens, “The queen of
every star” (15). Horton’s language here is much less elaborate than Poe’s in “To Helen”;
however, the convention of comparing the woman to the stars in the sky is the same. In
both poems, the reader may infer that the woman should be admired from a distance
because she is too bright and heavenly to experience up close.
In the following stanza, Horton presents another typical symbol of woman’s
perfection, the flower. Again, Horton positions his speaker gazing from a great distance.
When the speaker’s gaze lowers “from the mountain / Or nature’s lofty tower” (16-17),
he spies his “bonny belle / The queen of ever[y] flower” (19-20). The next stanza
solidifies her identity as not only the queen of all flowers but a flower herself.
Furthermore, the “mountain” is clearly metaphorical in the poem’s context; one would
not literally be able to distinguish one flower from such a height. However, the metaphor
of the mountain underscores the speaker’s figuratively remote position from the woman.
In a paradoxical reversal of positions from the previous stanza, the woman does not
occupy the higher physical position, as she did when the speaker referred to her as a star.
While she, like the star, is powerful and mysterious, she is also small and delicate, like a
flower. Yet as with Pinkney’s and Poe’s subjects, she is inaccessible in either
circumstance. This inaccessibility and remoteness, combined with descriptions that are
vague and generic, reinforce the notion that the woman is an object to be admired instead
of a human being with whom the admiring spectator can interact.
The theme of the woman as desired object and the conventional images Horton
uses to describe her, such as the star and the flower, may not be what Sherman describes
12

as “lukewarm in passion” (Sherman 8). Nonetheless, they seem to lack sincerity, as if
Horton could recycle them in a poem addressed to any other woman. The fact that Horton
did not even know, much less love, Miss McLean, attests to the ubiquity of the idolized
feminine subject in Southern writers’ love poems. The poems of Horton, Poe, and
Pinkney, all of whom are recognized figures in nineteenth-century Southern literature,
suggest that some antebellum poets viewed women as remote epitomes of perfection.
Poems written by women of this era, however, complicate this trend. Even though all
women’s poets do not share the same vision of what a woman should be, they do weaken
the correlation between virtue and beauty that male poets establish.
Clearly, women were subjects of admiration in antebellum poetry written by men.
Their poems reinforced the notion that women should be models of perfection for men to
admire. But how did Southern women view themselves in this era? Mary Louise Weaks
notes that antebellum women writers of fiction championed the “model of true
womanhood” (41), including women who were “active and strong-willed” (40). This
model provides a contrast to the one usually touted by male writers, who claimed the
passive and weak, albeit beautiful belle as a model of womanhood. The same trend may
be found in women’s poetry. Louisa Susanna McCord, who wrote prolifically and
published poems during the decade before the war, writes about these strong women but
also suggests a sense of duty to uphold the patriarchal plantation society of the
antebellum South. Born in 1810, McCord grew up on a plantation in South Carolina and
also married into a plantation-owning family. This life, and the traditional Southern
values that accompanied it, were dear to her; she became active during the war in her
“outspoken dedication to the Confederacy” (Lounsbury 16), even opening up her home as
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a ward for soldiers. Therefore, it is unsurprising that much of her writing concerns “the
role and place and, especially, the duty of women” (7).
McCord’s poem “Fallen Angels” reinforces the morality that early nineteenthcentury women were expected to uphold. In her article “The Cult of True Womanhood:
1820-1860,” Barbara Welter claims that “[r]eligion belonged to woman by divine right, a
gift of God and nature” (152). The main purpose of women’s supposedly natural
goodness was to throw their “vestal flame of piety” 2 upon “the naughty world of men”
(152). McCord’s poem reflects the Victorian notion that a woman was the “angel in the
house.” Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar borrowed this term from the title of Coventry
Patmore’s 1885 poem and used it to describe the concept of womanhood produced by
Victorian England. The American South adopted this model of femininity and adapted it
to its own culture. Gilbert and Gubar note that beauty and divinity were naturally related
characteristics of the “Victorian angel-woman” (816). McCord’s poem does not suggest
that all women are necessarily angelic but argues that a true lady should aspire to this
model of Southern womanhood. McCord introduces these “fallen angels” in the first
stanza:
They wander through our world,
From higher regions hurled,
Angel forms, from Heaven thrust,
Grovelling in our earthly dust:
Weep, weep their fallen might. (lines 1-5)
The poem’s title suggests that women are not purely angelic, as they are “from Heaven
thrust.” They are also definitively earthly, “[g]rovelling in our earthly dust.” While
McCord does not explain the reason for their fall, she alludes to the Biblical concept of
original sin. The act of being “thrust” from Heaven recalls both Eve’s sinful act of eating
14

the forbidden fruit (Genesis 3:6) as well as Satan’s expulsion from Heaven and loss of
angelic status (Isaiah 14: 12-15). Despite their earthliness, McCord places her emphasis
on women’s angelic origins and intrinsic nature:
But they bear in their looks still a beam from on high;
Tho’ exiled, the exiles they are of the sky;
And their smile is the smile of the home of their birth;
Tho’ fallen and sullied, they’re angels on earth;
Found Hope, who so smilingly points us the way
To that sky, whence herself has been driven;
And Mercy, who whispers that man has a stay,
And tells him her birthplace was Heaven (11-18)
According to McCord’s definition of a “fallen angel,” women have a trace of their
original heavenly aura, which is evident in their “looks” and their “smile.” These lines
support the notion found in men’s poetry that women’s beauty is a physical manifestation
of their purity. The angels named in the third stanza, Hope and Mercy, are divine
qualities personified as women, whose duties on earth are to propagate the qualities for
which they are named. In the following stanzas, she names other angels such as Charity,
Love, and Affection. Unlike her male contemporaries, McCord acknowledges the reality
that women are still human. In some regards, her perspective lies outside the influence of
the cult of Southern femininity because she does not view women with a man’s romantic
admiration. However, her depiction of their angelic qualities does reiterate Pinkney’s
view that women are “less of earth than heaven” (Pinkney 4).
After McCord establishes the origin of woman’s supposedly pure and pious
nature, she explains that women are, or at least should be, naturally satisfied with their
duty of providing spiritual nurturing for men:
She clings to the outcast: when bent to the dust,
If her tearful eye rises to Heaven,
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She prays not for that refuge from whence she was thrust,
But, that comfort to him may be given. (27-30).
This stanza clearly identifies the “outcast” as masculine and the angel as feminine. Also,
the tone in lines 29-30 implies a sense of judgment upon women who would dare to live
for themselves. McCord italicizes the word “him” because the man is whom McCord
believes should be a woman’s focus. Not only a woman’s duties but also her emotions
should focus on her morally fragile man:
She hopes not to rise, for she doth not repent,
But clings to the sufferer here;
O’er his care-furrowed brow is she watchfully bent,
As she answers each pang with a tear. (31-34)
Here, McCord again dissuades women from living for themselves, or “rising” in worldly
status. McCord’s statement that these fallen angels “doth not repent” is somewhat vague,
but the previous stanza refers to the idea established in the beginning that they have
committed a sin that warranted expulsion from heaven. Culturally, women have borne the
blame of Eve, whose sin was desiring God’s knowledge. In their debased position,
McCord states that they should “cling” to the man both physically and emotionally,
watching over him while she responds to each “pang” of his suffering “with a tear.”
McCord does acknowledge that alternatives to this life exist and that they might make
women happier.
While others are pointing to a happier land,
Nor can learn to content them with this,
She kisses his pale brow – she presses his hand –
He forgets he’s an outcast from bliss. (35-38)
However, she asserts that “[w]hile others are pointing to a happier land” (35), they are at
fault for not being able to “learn to content them[selves]” (36) with their God-ordained
duty of easing the sinful man’s anxiety over his errant nature.
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Louisa McCord was not the only woman of her day to promote feminine piety
through poetry. Anna Peyre Dinnies’s antebellum poem “The Blush” addresses blushing
as a sign of shame marking a woman’s face. To the question, “Was it unholy?” (line 1),
she answers, “Surely no! / The tongue no purer thought can speak, / And from the heart
no feeling flow / More chaste than brightens woman’s cheek” (1-4). Dinnies’s poem
marks the concern that women had not only with being pure but also with appearing to be
so. Also, much of men’s and women’s Civil War-era poetry portrayed women as pious
and faithful domestic guardians while the men were away at war. An anonymous poem
titled “Your Mission” encouraged women to put away their “bright tinted dresses” (line
1), “delicate gloves,” and “laces” (5) and to bring only their “souls… / To meet the stern
needs of the hour” (7-8). The need for women as moral pillars during the war is also
reflected in Mrs. G. A. H. McLeod’s poem “The Mother’s Trust,” which identifies the
mother’s duty as a moral guide to her sons. The mother, who is the speaker, hopes that
when her sons are “in the hour of danger” (line 17), they will “[s]ay the prayer a mother
taught (18). McLeod identifies the mother, not the father or even parents, as the one
responsible for the child’s spiritual education, and her poem reinforces the woman’s
identity as the more spiritual sex.
These white women poets uphold the conventional image of the Southern lady.
Some African American women poets, however, complicate this trend by presenting
alternative images of Southern women who are not necessarily “ladies.” Like George
Moses Horton, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper was an anomaly in that she was a wellknown African American Southern poet in the antebellum period, but the circumstances
of her life were not typical of a black woman from this era. Born to free parents in
Baltimore in 1824, Harper received an education as a child and grew up to teach and
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work with the Underground Railroad. Harper’s poems tend to depict women like herself:
they are older, often mothers, and show strength in the face of hardship. The world
Harper’s women live in is far from that of Scott’s “lady on a pedestal,” who graces the
lines of men’s poetry. Even the titles of poems such as “A Mother’s Heroism,” and “The
Fugitive’s Wife” suggest a kind of woman very different than those idols praised by male
poets in the nineteenth century. Harper’s subjects are women of action, not women in still
life. They are also African-American and, therefore, outside the cult of Southern
femininity. Janell Hobson and Frances Smith Foster maintain that African-American
women of this era often wrote letters to periodical publications and local organizations in
order that their “desire for self-agency” and “their resistance to the expectations placed
on their race and gender” might be publicized (90). Slave narratives, such as Harriet
Jacobs’s 1861 Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl also brought the African-American
woman’s perspective of her own identity into the literary world.
Like Jacobs (who names herself Linda Brent in her narrative), the subject of
Harper’s poem “The Slave Mother” is a victim of a slavery-based society. Yet, unlike
Jacobs/Brent, this woman represents the majority of antebellum slave women, who did
not escape slavery. She is a mother who loses her son to slave traders. As a result of her
position, and also because Harper, as a woman, cannot admire but may empathize, she
does not give her subject the idealized or fetishized traits seen in the poems of Poe,
Pinkney, and Horton. In addition, she cannot place this woman in a position to be
admired by a suitor, as a Southern lady would be. Such a situation would be completely
unrealistic.
Besides these general differences, it is notable that Harper draws attention to
some of the same physical features as the male poets do; however, she does so in a way
18

that depicts the woman from an immediate and sympathetic perspective instead of
through a distorted, romanticized lens. For instance, Harper focuses on the slave mother’s
voice. She begins “The Slave Mother” by asking, “Heard you that shriek? It rose / So
wildly on the air” (lines 1-2) and concludes the poem by returning to the “bitter shrieks”
(37) of the mother’s voice. The fact that the poem opens and closes with this image is
significant because sound encompasses emotion in a way that is stronger than the other
senses. The painful emotion in her voice, which Harper attributes to her “burdened heart /
…breaking in despair” (3-4) is a striking contrast to the ease and beauty with which
Pinkney’s subject speaks. Instead of a musical tone like “morning birds” that Pinkney
uses to describe the female subject (line 5), Harper’s slave mother has a voice that is not
musical but equally memorable.
In addition to the slave mother’s voice, Harper offers glimpses of other isolated
features which characterize her instead of presenting her as a totalized subject. However,
Harper’s blazon does not have the fetishizing effect, of the patriarchal blazon. In this
case, the fragmentation of the slave mother reveals her to be a woman broken by the
institution of slavery:
Saw you those hands so sadly clasped—
The bowed and feeble head—
The shuddering of that fragile form—
That look of grief and dread?
Saw you the sad, imploring eye?
Its every glance was pain,
As if a storm of agony
Were sweeping through the brain. (lines 8-12)
Harper first shows the “hands so sadly clasped” and “[t]he bowed and feeble head.” The
slave mother’s hands and head are not physically close to one another, but their
commonality is that they both turn inward. The hands are not open, but clasped, and the
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head does not face forward, but downward and toward the body. These small corporeal
details suggest that the carriage of her entire body is weighted down by the sorrow of her
son’s imminent and undue departure. Harper’s attention to the mother’s hands also serves
as a contrast to the synecdoche in the sixth stanza, where “cruel hands / May rudely tear
apart” (21-22) the tie between her and her son. The hands of the slave traders are strong
and merciless, and Harper implies the unfair advantage they have over her frail but loving
hands. In the ninth stanza, Harper extends the image of the hands upward to the mother’s
“circling arms” (33). Although the word “circling” implies wholeness and protection, the
stronger arms of the slave traders destroy the circle her arms make and take her son. The
slave mother’s most distinctive features, therefore, do not endow her with the agency to
serve as a model for all slave mothers. On the contrary, the lack of agency shown in these
features presents a critique of a society which either elevates or debases mothers
according to the color of their skin.
Although Harper and the female subjects of her poetry lay distinctly outside white
Southern culture, some women writers occupied the ambiguous and troublesome space
between black and white. Adah Isaacs Menken, born in 1853, was an“other” in every
sense of the word. There is some disagreement in her origins; some claim that her father
was a mulatto (Sherman 182); others identify Menken as Ada C. McCord, born to an
Irish businessman and his wife (Bennett 198). Menken married a Jewish man and
“adopted Judaism as her heritage” (Sherman 182), and she led a life that was considered
scandalous in her day. She married four times, earned a reputation for playing a nude
woman on stage (although her costume was a flesh-colored stocking), and spread rumors
about her mulatta and Jewish origins (Bennett 198-99). She certainly was not the model
of purity and perfection that men’s poetry perpetuated in the early nineteenth-century
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South. Like her life, Menken’s poetry aimed to quell the impossible standards which such
poetry set for women. Hobson and Foster maintain that Menken’s poetry presents
“serious social criticism of the limitations imposed on women and, perhaps implicitly, on
free persons of color” (95) but that her themes also appealed to white women, “thus
indicating that her writing was not necessarily in isolation but in conversation with a
community of such readers” (95-96). In this regard, Menken expressed through poetry
what writers such as Harriet Jacobs expressed through autobiography. Menken, unlike
Jacobs, was a free woman; however, the writings of both women attempt to reach out to
white women by establishing the common ground of gender.
Menken’s poem “Working and Waiting” deglamorizes the model of female
perfection portrayed in men’s poems of her generation. The opening stanza recognizes
the conventional metaphor of the woman as a work of “statue-like” (line 5) art but with
the caveat that the “statue” has somehow been ruined. She discusses in the past tense the
woman’s potential for becoming a work of art, that her “form” was “once fit for the
sculptor” (1, italics mine). In the present tense, we see her “cheek, where the roses have
died” (2) and learn that, between the past moment of potential and this present moment of
uselessness, “working and waiting have robbed from the artist / All that his marble could
show for its pride” (3-4). Menken appears to write this stanza from the artist’s
perspective. Although she does not explicitly define the artist as male, the conventional
images of the statue and roses, which Pinkney used to describe his desired woman, make
this conclusion quite probable because they convey romantic admiration. And although
the poem’s artist is one in the traditional sense, the term “artist” extends to the
nineteenth-century poets who create “forms” of female perfection in their poetry. Despite
her ruined complexion, this subject is still depicted as a statue, “sitting / Alone, in the
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flitting / And wind-haunted shadows that people her hearth” (5-7). Artists create statues
to commemorate figures they admire. However, since the seamstress is “alone” with only
“wind-haunted shadows” to view her, Menken suggests that, as a subject, she is not
worthy of admiration.
After Menken establishes in the first stanza the idea that the seamstress has lost
her physical perfection from working and waiting, she explores the circumstances behind
this loss. Her word choice depicts this seamstress’s job as hard physical labor, which it
would have been without today’s technology. She writes, “All the day long, and through
the cold midnight, / Still the hot needle she wearily plies” (11-12). In these lines, Menken
debunks the notion that women’s work is easy. Working tediously with a needle and
thread for long hours has made her “[h]aggard and white as the ghost of a Spurned One”
(12) as she is “Sewing white robes for the Chosen One’s eyes” (13). Menken reverses the
implications of the color white in these lines to contrast the seamstress’s physical
appearance with the garment she is sewing. The dress’s white hue suggests newness,
purity, and the beginning of married life. In contrast, the seamstress’s pallor marks not
the essence of life but of death.
Social class plays a role in the seamstress’s fate that moves her in the opposite
direction of the “Chosen One.” The seamstress will never be “chosen” because she is not
part of the middle or upper class. She waits for her turn to marry and become the object
of the artist’s praise, but waiting is futile. Menken implies that working is also futile
because it will never allow the seamstress the kind of life she desires. Menken describes
the seamstress as “born with each sigh for the Rich” (20). The seamstress’s fate of
poverty is, moreover, a major contribution to her thoughts of death; she addresses an
imaginary asp and asks it to “Fly swifter…for the breast of the poor” (21-22). The word
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“poor” may refer to the seamstress’s emotional state as well as her financial one, and the
close proximity between “rich” and “poor” suggests that money plays a role in her
unfortunate situation. Clearly, she is sewing for someone who can afford to hire a
seamstress. The cult of Southern womanhood did not include lower-class women, black
or white, and although the seamstress has a domestic occupation, an older, unmarried
woman cannot fulfill the promise of being the model of perfection to inspire a husband
and children, or artist.
Like many of her male contemporaries, Menken does give the seamstress a
sainted status; however, the qualities that qualify her for sainthood are an interesting
contrast to those that qualify male poets’ feminine subjects. Her virtues cannot be found
in her socioeconomic status, her form, or in her face or voice; they cannot be fetishized.
Reversing the expectations of the cult of Southern womanhood, she is closer to sainthood
in the traditional sense in that she has died from persecution – perhaps not in a religious
context, but in a social one. As in the case of religious saints, the seamstress’s death is “a
blessing” (43), and the speaker asks the “[w]inds that have sainted her” (51) to spread the
word “[o]f the young life by the needle that bled” (52). Descriptions throughout the poem
such as “[p]hantom-like” (17), “[d]ying, yet living” (25), and “she follows the Dead” (30)
suggest that she is near death. No poet or sculptor, who could have cast her into a
beautiful image had she been born into a different class, is there to commemorate her life.
Therefore, the speaker calls on the wind to tell the seamstress’s story, but the results of
this appeal are dubious. Throughout the poem, Menken raises questions about the
institutions that value women as models of perfection by proposing a situation in which a
woman, the seamstress, cannot possibly achieve it. The uncertainty of the seamstress’s
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ending undercuts not only the concept of women’s physical and moral perfection but also
the idea that poetry is able to preserve that image in a convincing way.
The poetry of the antebellum period appears to present two versions of women.
One version, which is consistent in the men’s poems discussed above, conforms to the
model of Southern womanhood. Louisa McCord’s poem, however, suggests that this
prototype of femininity was not confined to the male perspective; it was one which some
women upheld as well. These poems depict women as models of physical and/or moral
perfection, and their function is to elevate men from their earthly state to a higher
spiritual existence. Horton’s acrostic poems also imply that, although the model of
Southern womanhood was a product of white upper-class Southern society, it was a
cultural idea that black Southern poets adopted as well. However, Harper and Menken
offer alternatives to the cult of Southern womanhood. They acknowledge that this
prototype exists only in the upper classes and that several women do not, and cannot, fit
this mold because of their race and/or social position. Neither of these poets was white;
therefore, they actually were women who lived outside of the so-called cult. It seems
natural that they would write about women more like themselves. To draw the conclusion
that the only poets offering alternatives to the Cult of Southern Womanhood were
African-American women would probably be incorrect, but this study lacks evidence to
come to a definitive conclusion on that subject. The relevant point here is that two
conflicting models of womanhood existed in antebellum Southern poetry.
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CHAPTER III
POSTBELLUM PERIOD: 1865-1900
The Southern states in the latter half of the nineteenth century underwent dramatic
political and cultural changes, beginning with the loss of the Civil War and the end of the
Confederacy. The end of slavery and the beginning of Reconstruction also altered the
political, economic, and social landscape of the South, resulting in mixed support of, and
resistance to, these changes. For those in power before the war, namely white
landowners, the myth of the South was dead, along with hundreds of thousands of
Southern men. As the landed gentry experienced a loss of economic and political power,
the late nineteenth-century literary scene saw a shift in the manner in which writers
represented Southern women. Male poets, both white and black, tended to take a
nostalgic stance toward their female subjects. Caroline Gebhard mentions the “surprising
vitality of the Plantation Myth, in particular, its remarkable upsurge in popularity in the
1880s following the collapse of Radical Reconstruction” (135). As noted earlier, the belle
or lady figure is an integral part of the plantation myth. The influence of Victorian values,
which made their way from England to the northern and southern states of America,
seems to have additionally bolstered men’s expectations of Southern women to retain
their ladylike image despite the masculine roles which circumstances forced many to
adopt during the war. The poetry written by white men in the late nineteenth century
South reflects the traditional values of feminine purity and clings to a romantic image of
the Southern belle or lady in a similar fashion to antebellum poetry. However, it also
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acknowledges that the ideals associated with this feminine image are declining. Women’s
poetry at this time, on the other hand, overtly criticizes the impossibly high standards of
virtue and beauty that society expected women to uphold. Their poetry is marked by an
absence of nostalgia and a skeptical attitude toward Victorian values such as piety and
domesticity. It does so by expressing the feeling that the model of Southern womanhood
is not realistically attainable for many women.
Sidney Lanier’s “The Symphony,” written in 1875, holds high standards for
women as his predecessors’ poems do, but Lanier approaches the archetypal figure of the
lady in a manner not seen in these. Instead praising the perfection of the Southern lady,
Lanier mourns her current decline. The waning of this archetype, however, is only a
small part of what he sees as a crumbling antebellum culture in the aftermath of a lost
war. The difference between Lanier’s poem and those of his predecessors is clear from
the beginning. Instead of starting the poem with the image or thought of a woman, he
cries out, “O Trade, O Trade! would thou wert dead!” (line 1). Lanier laments an
institution that is becoming a larger part of life in the South now that the war has been
over for ten years and the old plantation society is inevitably yielding to urbanization and
modernization. To this end, Lanier creates a “symphony” in which each instrument’s
voice represents the different grievances against the evolving Reconstruction-era South.
After Lanier airs his grievances about the South’s cultural decline in general, he
turns to a specific factor in this overall movement: the moral decay of present-day gender
relations. Introducing this topic is the voice of the “melting clarionet” (216), which enters
the symphony at this point in the poem. Lanier first likens the instrument to a lady’s
voice, and it soon becomes a character – the “Fair Lady” –This character laments the
moral decay Trade has brought to all women: “What shameful ways have women trod /
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At beckoning of Trade’s golden rod!” (223-224). Lanier’s Lady echoes sentiments that
Southern churches propagated in the years following the war. Scott informs us that in
these decades, Southern churches produced publications that “were full of praise for
ladylike women and expressions of horror at ‘unsexed females’” (137). Because women
had to take on some traditionally male jobs during the war, the line between male and
female roles blurred as many women experienced the world of Trade for the first time.
The Lady, however, also notes the depravity an increasingly materialistic culture
has led to in the other sex: “Men love not women as in olden time. / Ah, not in these cold
merchantable days” (lines 233-234). The voice of Lanier’s Lady here expresses a sense of
loss of the romance that apparently no longer exists in the postbellum South. This is not
the voice of a woman who welcomes the growing equality between men and women. It is
the voice of a lady, whose identity entails not only her gender but also her distinct place
in society’s middle and upper classes.
In response to the “Fair Lady,” the voice of the French Horn, whose “voice of
mellow scorn” (205) sounds like a knight, rails against the shifting society. Lanier
transforms the horn into an actual knight who defends his “Lady,” thus reinforcing
conventional gender roles. The “Knight” takes the traditional role of masculine
assertiveness in battling moral decay:
Where’s he that craftily hath said,
The day of chivalry is dead?
I’ll prove that lie upon his head,
Or I will die instead,
Fair Lady. (264-268)
While chivalrous types such as the Knight and Lady persist more in myth than
reality in the antebellum South, Lanier seems to argue that the myth, at least, provided
some sort of model on which to base one’s moral code of conduct. Thus, how can a
27

society which is ruled by the dollar rather than by elevated ideals such as purity and
beauty, sustain a belle or lady? Moreover, if the gentlemen have turned from praising the
belle to praising the buck, what becomes of this archetypal figure? These are dilemmas
that Lanier’s poem “The Symphony” attempts to address, and its response is to support
the conventional gender roles of the past.
The feelings of loss and nostalgia for the Old South and the myth of its great
women might appear to belong solely to those who benefited from plantation society, the
white landowners and their families. Daniel Webster Davis’ poem “Ol’ Mistis,”
published in his 1897 collection Weh Down Souf, implies that these sentiments toward
women of the antebellum South are not necessarily confined to a white perspective.
Davis, an African-American poet, was born on a plantation in Virginia in 1862 and spent
his life in Virginia working as an educator and minister. He became a popular lecturer
and spokesman for racial justice. Davis wrote some of his poetry in standard English and
some in the dialect of the Southern plantations, capturing the life of the Old South
(Sherman 365). He writes in the opening stanza,
Oh, de times is fas' a-changin',
Ez de years ar' rollin' on,
An' de days seem mighty lonesum',
Sense de good ol ' times is gon'.
While I'm 'joycin' in my freedum,
Nor wish fur slab'ry days,
Yit it warms my heart to 'member
Sum good ol'-fashun ways. (lines 1-8)
Like Lanier, Davis appears to prefer the past to the present, although he does so for
different reasons. Both poets think of the women of former days as a significant part of
their nostalgia. Lanier’s speaker is disappointed that trade has contaminated romantic
relationships and has stolen the virtue that women of yesteryear supposedly possessed.
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Davis’s speaker similarly longs for such women, but his desires differ in that they are not
romantic and they are directed toward a specific woman, the wife of his former master:
Ef de oberseer ‘buse us,
An’ frum de lash we’d run,
An’ weery, col’ an’ starvin’,
Afeard to kum back hom’,
Jes’ git word to Ol’ Mistis,
She’d smoov de trubble o’er,
An’ back we’d kum a sneakin’,
An’ hear ub it no’ mo’.
When sickness, kheer an' sorrow
Gib nights ub akin' pain,
An' tears frum werry eyelids
Kum pou'in' down like rain;
Racked wid pains an' scotched wid febers,
Wid lim's a-growin' col',
She had lin'ments fur de body,
An' de Bible fur de soul. (25-40)
Throughout the poem, Davis describes the “dear ol’ Mistis” as a mother figure. She
resolves conflict between the slaves and the overseer, and cares for them “[w]hen
sickness, kheer an’ sorrow” cause them “nights ub akin’ pain.” In addition to caring for
her slaves’ health and emotional well-being, she also takes on the maternal role of
providing them a religious education:
When de ebenin' sun wuz settin',
On a Sunday arternoon,
We'd gether in de great house,
An' jine her in a chune;
Den' she'd read de fam'ly Bible,
An' lif her soul in prayhr,
Tell I eenmos' see de angels,
An' 'majin I wuz dar. (49-56)
Ol’ Mistis’s actions are rooted in Christian piety. Not only does she have “lin’ments fur
de body” but she also gives her slaves “de Bible fur de soul.” That she would sit with her
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slaves every Sunday in the “great house” and read them stories from the Bible suggests
that she saw them as human beings with souls. On the other hand, his nostalgia may
become problematic for readers when we encounter the paradox of a woman who views
her slaves as humans yet has no problem with owning them as property. Like the “Fair
Lady” of Lanier’s poem, the image of Ol’ Mistis seems more grounded in myth than in
reality. She seems to possess what Barbara Welter calls the “four cardinal virtues” of
purity, piety, submissiveness, and domesticity (152). Welter notes that these virtues were
only ideals and did not reflect the characteristics of all women. In this light, is Davis’s
“Ol’ Mistis” based on an actual woman or a romanticized type? Although his parents
were slaves, Davis did not personally know a life of slavery. His poetry, on the whole,
paints an optimistic portrait of the South, praising its landscape, culture, and food. He
depicts plantation life in this poem much differently than George Moses Horton, who
actually lived and worked on one and had little reason to write romantically about it.
Even with its glaring absence of the atrocities of antebellum culture, “Ol’ Mistis”
nonetheless supports the trend of postbellum poets viewing women from a nostalgic,
romantic point of view.
Born a slave in Kentucky, pastor and poet Albery Allson Whitman depicted a
multiracial woman in “The Octoroon,” one section of his longer poem titled Idyl of the
South. The entire poem was published in 1901, although it was composed prior to the
twentieth century. Like his white contemporaries and predecessors, Whitman
romanticizes the octoroon by using conventional natural images, such as “cheeks like
roses blown” (line 21). He also reinforces the Victorian image of woman as naturally
divine, as he calls her “God’s best work” (12) and asks, “Who would not shrive himself
in her dear face, / And find his sinless Heaven in her embrace?” (16). However, the
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Victorian values she seems to embody present a paradox in terms of Southern
womanhood because the octoroon carries on an illicit relationship with her master, who
was her friend from childhood. A true Southern lady, first of all, would not be a slave,
and she also would never involve herself in a scandalous romantic affair. Whitman
criticizes this rigid model of femininity when he writes, “If it be shame to love a pretty
woman, / Than shameful loving is a pretty thing. / And of all things the most divinely
human / Is this: – Love purifies life’s Fountain Spring” (41-44). Although Whitman
wrote this poem almost fifty years after slavery was abolished, biracial relationships were
still illegal and immoral in society’s view. That Whitman endows his octoroon with
standard Victorian (white) feminine qualities emphasizes his argument that race does not
define character. This poem, therefore, undermines the relationship between physical
beauty and spiritual purity that poetry such as Pinkney’s and Poe’s present, especially in
a culture where beauty was equated with white skin.
In contrast to men’s poetry, much of which expresses yearning for the patriarchal
structure and clear gender roles of the past, the trend in poems written by white Southern
women of this era was to criticize the social mores women had to abide by and the image
they were expected to uphold. Mary Louise Weaks claims that “the postwar years were a
time of confusion for many women” because men expected these women to return to “the
ideals of antebellum Southern culture” (130) after they had worked outside of the home,
taking on traditional male jobs during the war. Emily Powers Wright adds, “Not only the
purity, piety, submissiveness, and domesticity, but also the grace, charm, and leisure of
the Southern lady were held up as sign and proof of the superiority of southern
civilization” (133). Kentucky-born Sarah Morgan Bryan Piatt was one female poet who
expressed the confusion that Southern women faced in trying to cling to the gender
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values that were part of a lifestyle that no longer existed. Piatt began publishing near the
end of the war, and some of her poems present a direct challenge to the Victorian ideal of
the “angel in the house.” In “We Two,” published in 1874, Piatt opens the poem with
such a challenge:
God’s will is – the bud of the rose for your hair,
The ring for your hand and the pearl for your breast;
God’s will is – the mirror that makes you look fair.
No wonder you whisper: “God’s will is the best.” (lines 1-4)
The femininity symbolized by the rose, the submission symbolized by the
wedding ring, and the purity symbolized by the pearl indicate what society expected
women to be, especially in the Victorian age. And according to Barbara Welter, the
expectation that a nineteenth-century woman should marry and provide an example of
piety to her husband and children was reinforced by the church as woman’s religious duty
(152-53). So when Piatt presents the image of the perfect woman, it is not simply an
apiration; it is “God’s will” according to social and religious institutions. However,
Piatt’s condescending tone reveals that she does not condone this image. When this
woman looks in “the mirror that makes [her] look fair,” Piatt confronts the hypocrisy of
her situation: “No wonder you whisper: ‘God’s will is the best.’” This woman considers
her beauty, which society values, as God’s will, when in truth, it is only her genetic
inheritance.
In the second and third stanzas, Piatt shifts her focus to speculate on some
alternative and less glamorous manifestations of God’s will:
But what if God’s will were the famine, the flood?
And were God’s will the coffin shut down in your face?
And if God’s will were the worm in the fold of the bud,
Instead of the picture, the light, and the lace?
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Were God’s will the arrow that flieth by night,
Were God’s will the pestilence walking by day,
The clod in the valley, the rock on the hight [sic] –
I fancy “God’s will” would be harder to say. (5-12)
In these lines, Piatt suggests that life will inevitably bring misfortune, aging, and finally
death, which will, like the worm in the bud, dissolve the beauty that the woman believes
to be a God-given right. And to support her ideas of what “God’s will” might be, Piatt
turns to the primary source for discovering it: the Bible. Editor Paula Bernat Bennet
notes the Biblical allusion in Piatt’s poem in a footnote (251). Piatt’s reference to the
book of Psalms (91:5-6) in lines 9-10 and the book of Job (21:33) in line 11 provide
specific evidence that God’s will does not always afford humans the life they would
desire. Sometimes, as in Job’s case, God’s will involves great loss and suffering. Perhaps
not everyone’s future involves natural disasters and war, but, as Piatt lived through many
of the hardships that war and its aftermath brought to the South, she knows first-hand that
God’s will does not guarantee happiness, regardless of one’s social class.
As a further objection to the idea that God ordained women to be objects of
beauty for men’s eyes, Piatt argues that God’s will cannot be found in any physical thing.
She writes:
God’s will unto me is not music or wine.
With helpless reproaching, with desolate tears
God’s will I resist, for God’s will is divine;
And I – shall be dust to the end of my years. (16-20)
This stanza draws contrasts between the wills of humans and God. While God is divine,
humans are physical, ephemeral, and fragile. Like music and wine, human beauty is
pleasing to the senses, but it is short-lived and eventually degenerates into “dust.” As
much as Piatt tries to resist the thought, God’s will includes physical death. This stanza
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continues the idea Piatt establishes in the previous two by underlining the undeniability
that God’s will not only conflicts with human will but will ultimately prevail over it.
Some of Piatt’s other poems, such as “Giving Back the Flower,” also meditate on
the injustice of the social restrictions and rigid expectations of women. Just as Piatt’s
poems attempt to sever the ties between outward appearance and inward character, so
does Kentucky-born Mrs. M.B. Hay’s 1867 poem “Aspasia.” This poem’s speaker
addresses a woman who is “wreathed / With all a woman’s heart can wish, the dower / Of
classic beauty fair, illumed with power / Of intellect” (lines 1-4). However, for all of her
ideal feminine traits, Aspasia “lackest…the gem whose glorious sheen / Would o’er them
all a heaven-born splendor roll / ... / The virgin whiteness of a holy soul” (9-12).
“Aspasia” does not examine the female subject from a nostalgic perspective; it does not
suggest that she fails to live up to some formerly existing model of perfect womanhood,
if one ever existed. In this way, Hay’s poem is more similar to Piatt’s poems than it is to
Lanier’s or Davis’s.
The poem “Gerarda” written by Eloise Alberta Veronica Bibb, a late nineteenthcentury African American poet, examines the interior of a woman from her own point of
view. In doing so, she shows the anxiety that resulted from trying to uphold the myth of
Southern femininity. Her 1895 volume, which she wrote at the age of seventeen, is filled
with “romantic narratives of star-crossed lovers and agonized heroes” (Sherman 434).
Yet, while one might be hard pressed to consider “Gerarda” a feminist poem, it certainly
questions nineteenth-century social mores in regards to women.
Unlike antebellum male Southern poets, Bibb spends little time drawing attention
to Gerarda’s physical features. All she divulges is that Gerarda is “[t]he loveliest form
that e’er was seen” (line 8). Instead, Bibb focuses mainly on Gerarda’s thoughts and
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feelings. Even the setting in the opening stanza reflects her mood. “Twilight’s shade” (1)
does not cast a romantic glow over Gerarda on her wedding night as the night sky does
over Helen in Poe’s poem. Instead, it “throws its gloom upon the bride / And on her
partner by her side” (5-6). The present atmosphere of the church implies a future of
unhappiness, at least from Gerarda’s perspective, and contrasts with the “[s]weet tones”
(9) of the wedding music played by a musician whom Gerarda secretly loves. Taking her
wedding vows with a “shudder” and a “sigh” (18), Gerarda submits to her husband and to
the expectations of domestic fidelity that society places on all women. Only her thoughts
convey that “she cannot help but hate / He, whom she promised to obey” (38-39). On the
exterior, she seems the model of wedded bliss, as she “smiled and danced that night”
(43). But because Bibb writes from a woman’s perspective, she divulges the secret
thoughts that social decorum would not allow Gerarda to make public.
In reality, a woman like Gerarda probably would not be able to escape this dismal
situation. Divorce was uncommon in the late nineteenth century, and women were
expected to marry, have children, and tend to their homes and families. Society punished
women who did not fulfill these expectations. For Gerarda, fantasy seems the only means
of escape. Her hobby as a painter allows her to “show, / Not nature’s self but ideal glow”
(63-64). But not even her art can satisfy her, for sometimes her “muse denies” (70) her
the means of escaping her present life.
Retreating into the past is the solution Gerarda discovers when her love interest,
Neville, returns. It is notable that Bibb never describes the husband. This omission,
however, implies that Gerarda wishes her audience to believe that he is unlike Neville,
the musician, who has “a natural grace” (91) and “[a]n eager, noble, passionate face”
(92). As in Lanier’s poem “The Symphony,” Bibb equates virtue with the courtly love of
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medieval tales. This courtly love provides a contrast to Gerarda’s loveless marriage.
Gerarda calls Neville a “king of heroes great” (105), and a “gallant knight” (169). In
terms of social expectations, grace, nobility, and divinity were closely related to a lady’s
domestic duties, as Welter and Wright mention in their studies. Here, however, nobility is
more closely related to authentic emotions. Not all postbellum women writers, however,
went as far as Bibb in poetry, or Kate Chopin in fiction, in portraying female characters
breaking out of their domestic prisons. Grace King criticized the social institution of
marriage by emphasizing the unhappiness of her female characters, who patiently suffer
their circumstances but do not try to escape (Juncker 217-219). Gerarda, like Chopin’s
Edna Pontellier, decides to flout her marriage vows and social expectations when she
shares a kiss with Neville. This kiss should trouble her heart, but in Bibb’s poem, it “bid
her conscience wake, / And off her soul this burden shake” (138-39). Here, the “burden”
is the consequence of doing what is socially acceptable, and freedom is the result of
breaking from social expectations. Like Edna, Gerarda experiences her own “awakening”
when she realizes that trying to live up to society’s model of womanhood does not
ultimately satisfy her. And like Chopin, Bibb does not rebuke her protagonist for her
unconventional actions.
Gerarda may seem to emerge as the product of an imaginative and romantic
young lady. However, the last section of the poem complicates this conclusion and
reinforces Bibb’s opposition to the feminine image of domestic bliss. Gerarda’s house
unexpectedly begins to burn, and the flames that consume her house and family “lea[p]
above with mad desire” (162), paralleling the “mad desire” that Gerarda must have to
seek love as well as a life outside the home. This line evokes the scene from Charlotte
Bronte’s Jane Eyre in which Bertha Rochester, the “madwoman in the attic” who
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inspired Gilbert and Gubar’s book, commits suicide by setting fire to her house and
plummeting to her death from her attic prison. It is notable that the fire in Bibb’s poem
destroys Gerarda’s husband and children but spares Gerarda. Bibb equates the destruction
of all things domestic with freedom, as the flames spread “[l]ike some terrific ghost of
night / Who longs from earth to take its flight” (159-160). The word “longs” and the
image of the ghost taking flight insinuates Gerarda’s desire to escape from the prison that
is her home, even if death is the only means to do so. Fortuitously, Neville arrives with
just enough time to rescue Gerarda only. Gerarda shows some regret over the loss of her
family, as “[m]id sobs and tears she breathes a prayer / For loved ones who are buried
there” (175-56), but Neville quickly brushes her tears away, and both “silently…pray /
And bless the Lord with thankful prayer / For all his watchfulness and care” (178-80). In
the end, Gerarda seems more relieved than sorry that her husband and children are gone
so she can have the freedom to live her dreams rather than endure a socially acceptable
but unhappy existence.
One common thread that runs throughout the poetry of the postbellum South, no
matter the author’s race or gender, is its tendency to deconstruct the Victorian-influenced
Southern lady. The poets of this era recognized that the relationship between outward
beauty and inward purity was not as indestructible as it was once perceived to be. The
poems of Lanier and Davis do so by expressing nostalgic longing for this type of woman,
who embodies the better days of the past. Piatt’s and Hay’s poems simply reject the idea
that women can, and should, live up to such impossible standards and that these ideals
often lead to hypocrisy. Bibb’s poem most blatantly conflicts with the myth of Southern
womanhood to the extent that it suggests that women are happier when they break free
from society’s expectations. Clearly all of these poets do not provide a unified
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perspective on the postbellum woman. However, they all acknowledge that the model of
Southern womanhood is, to some extent, a myth.
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CHAPTER IV
TWENTIETH CENTURY
Around the turn of the twentieth century, a shift occurred in the female literary
character, most notably in Southern literature. As a result of cultural and political changes
ushered in by the twentieth-century, writers began to bring the female subject down from
(to borrow Scott’s title) the “pedestal.” In the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, northern influences began to make their way to the South, which was becoming
more industrial and urban than ever before. As a result of economic changes, both men’s
and women’s existences began to shift from the isolated realm of the plantation to a life
in the city where one became exposed to more diversity. Scott claims that one of the most
influential northern influences on Southern women in particular was the suffrage
movement, which created tension in households across the South because “man’s image
of woman changed more slowly than women’s view of themselves” (229). Perhaps men’s
anxiety about the late-nineteenth-century “liberated” woman stemmed not only from their
loss of power in the home but also from a sense of despair over losing a long-held way of
life during Reconstruction.
Southern literature in the early twentieth century began to critically examine and
debunk the time-honored Cult of Southern Femininity. Frances Newman’s The HardBoiled Virgin (1926) “exposed southern fears of female sexuality” (Perry 237), openly
defying the sexless image of traditional Southern womanhood. William Faulkner’s novel
The Sound and the Fury also turned this image on its head with the character Caddy
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Compson, whose family disowns her for having a child out of wedlock. In some literary
works, the innocent, virtuous Southern lady or belle of yesteryear found herself replaced,
in poems as in other literature, by the image of what Betina Entzminger labels the “Belle
Gone Bad.” A product of the demystification of women, this figure is a new presence in
Southern poetry and can be seen in poems such as John Crowe Ransom’s “Captain
Carpenter.” However, while twentieth-century Southern poets rejected the belle or lady
figure, not all of them portray the female subject as the “Belle Gone Bad.”
This figure is prominent in Fugitive poet John Crowe Ransom’s poem “Captain
Carpenter.” Richard Kelly suggests that Ransom wrote this poem as a response to a
sixteenth-century Scottish ballad based on actual historical events, “Captain Car” (6). In
the earlier poem, the imprisoned Queen Mary commissions Car to annihilate an enemy
family. Arriving at Lord Hamilton’s house, he finds Lady Hamilton and her children. She
tries to defend herself by shooting at him, but fails, and Car responds by killing her eldest
son and burning down her house, resulting in the death of the Lady and her remaining
children (Kelly 6-7). Ransom’s poem translates this captain into a stereotypical old
Southern gentleman who, formerly a hero, is gradually broken down until he dies. The
progressive death of this fictional figure draws attention to the gradual fall of the Old
South. The poem opens with an image of Captain Carpenter as someone who cannot cope
with the world in which he lives because he adheres to an outdated code of conduct.
Ironically described as being “in his prime” (line 1), he gets “wellnigh nowhere” riding
around (2-3) until he encounters “a pretty lady and all her train” (5).
Because he has an obsolete concept of social codes, Carpenter takes her for a
belle, who “played with him so sweetly” (4). She easily dupes the naive old Captain and
slices off his nose. This action emasculates Carpenter first, by depriving him of his
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masculine chivalry. A gentlemen should be able to defend a lady, but in an ironic
reversal, the lady attacks the gentleman. Second, the act of cutting off the phallic nose
stands in for an emasculating castration. The image of the phallic sword as the girl’s
choice weapon ironically reinforces this conclusion. The presence of a pilfered nose dates
back at least nearly a century before Ransom’s poem. Nikolai Gogol’s short story “The
Nose” presents a character, Kovalev, who believes his nose is stolen by a barber and, as a
result, he loses his sense of identity, which was founded on his social status and gender.
He even reaches the point of calling off an engagement to marry, solidifying that loss of a
gender-based sense of self. Assuming the Freudian correlation of nose and phallus, “a
person like Kovalev who is completely absorbed in his sex life is depersonalized by the
loss of his capacity for sexual activity” and “becomes a nonentity” who “no longer has a
‘position’ in life” (Setchkarev 157). Captain Carpenter faces the same fate, especially
when at the end of the poem, Carpenter, bereft of arms, legs, nose, ears, and heart,
completely lacks identity as a man or even a human being and is finished off by a flock of
kites. Writing in terms of a ballad about a Southern gentleman, Ransom still must
maintain some decorum despite the disgraceful acts that take place.
Returning to Carpenter’s antagonist, Ransom suggests that although she still has
the appearance of a belle, her evil actions prove this image to be a false one. Ransom’s
character fits Entzminger’s definition of the archetypal “femme fatale.” She explains,
“Like the ideal man, the femme fatale is powerful and intelligent, though she often masks
her evil intentions behind a meek (feminine) demeanor” (3). Thus, the femme fatale
complicates the idea that “such heroic images [as Carpenter] are necessary in a chivalric
society” (Cowan 208) because if she threatens the male hero, she also threatens the
stability of the chivalric society and the codes upon which it stands. The problem with
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Ransom’s “pretty lady” is that her power lies in using both man’s brute strength and
woman’s weak image to her advantage. Historically, the belle has been equally essential
to a “chivalric society” as the gentleman, since the social structure demands someone in
need of his chivalry. Therefore, her metamorphosis into a villain implies that the
destruction of the myth of Southern femininity is indeed a factor in the downfall of
traditional Southern society.
Carpenter’s second female villain is neither a “belle gone bad” nor a belle in any
form; she is evil undisguised, and Ransom introduces her as the “wife of Satan” (19),
who lacks any trace of femininity. At first, she attacks him with her words: “I’m the shewolf bids you shall bear no arms” (20). The phrase “bear no more arms” indicates that he
must not bear weapons; however, literalizing the pun, “the bitch” (24) bites off his arms
from the elbow down and renders him incapable of ever “bearing arms,” in either sense
of the phrase, again. Unlike the first antagonist, this enemy is one which Carpenter does
attempt to ward off. Ransom writes, “Their strokes and counters whistled in the wind”
(21); here, Carpenter’s efforts show that he is not willing to be conquered. Ransom shows
Carpenter’s surprise that the she-wolf would overpower the captain when he states that,
instead of attacking Carpenter, “she should have made off like a hind” (23). The captain’s
shock echoes the dismay men might have felt as women across the South were leaving
their traditional feminine roles for ones that were more powerful and “masculine.” Like
the “pretty lady,” the she-wolf physically weakens him. The loss of his arms, and the
resulting loss of his pistols, renders him useless in defending himself. Carpenter’s
assumed authority and capability makes the loss of his limbs and firearms to a female
assailant all the more devastating for those like him who would support the traditional
society that favored the Southern gentleman. This act dissolves Carpenter’s self42

construction as a powerful masculine figure; he clearly loses the power he assumed was
inherently his as a Southern gentleman, and he loses it to a woman.
Entzminger sheds light on Carpenter’s female assailants by providing a classic
literary parallel. She notes that Duessa, the female monster from Spenser’s The Faerie
Queene, reveals herself to be “an evil witch with ‘neather partes misshapen, monstrous’”
(Entzminger 4). Gilbert and Gubar also explain that the monster-woman is not a product
of the twentieth century. Besides their mention of Spenser’s Fairie Queene, Gilbert and
Gubar note the monster-woman’s presence in Jonathan Swift’s “dirty poems” in which
“female sexuality is consistently equated with degeneration, disease, and death” (821).
However, the presence of the evil feminine figure was not common in Southern poetry
until the twentieth century. And even though Ransom’s “pretty lady” does not become the
wife of Satan, the female antagonists in his poem seem to conform to the pattern that
Entzminger has identified in other works of literature, especially works by male writers.
By the time Carpenter encounters the wife of Satan, the female figure has been stripped
of all pretenses of innocence.
Like the lady or belle, Ransom’s captain is portrayed as a fading entity that cannot
survive modern society, and his failure to endure is due in part to these “Belles Gone
Bad.” Yet, rather than launching an attack on the modern woman, Ransom’s poem seems
more intended to draw awareness to the weakness of a society that has been so rigid in its
roles and expectations. After all, the poem’s title is “Captain Carpenter.” Entzminger
believes that the Bad Belle’s “manipulations prove the Southern gentleman to be weak
and vulnerable instead of the tower of strength and courage he is supposed to be” (21). If
Captain Carpenter symbolizes the Old South, then Entzminger’s words might apply to the
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weaknesses of antebellum Southern society, specifically the myths, such as the innocent
Belle or the happy slave, on which it was founded.
“Captain Carpenter” is not the only modern poem to challenge the image of
woman as belle or lady. “The Vanity of the Blue Girls,” also by Ransom, implies that
beauty is a thin façade overlaying an unpleasant interior. In a tongue-in-cheek manner,
Ransom advises the young “blue girls,” “Practice your beauty…before it fails / … /
Beauty which all our power shall never establish, / It is so frail” (lines 9-12). The
following stanza then tells of a once-beautiful “lady with a terrible tongue” (10) whose
corrupt character “All her perfections tarnished” (12). Yet, Ransom’s advice falls on deaf
ears because the girls live in a culture that values youth and beauty in women. Like the
belle in “Captain Carpenter,” the blue girls show that a beautiful exterior is not a sign of a
beautiful character.
However, not all men writing poems about women in the early twentieth century
portrayed them as vain or evil. William Alexander Percy’s poem “The Holy Women”
renders women as humans rather than the angels that graced the verse of nineteenthcentury poetry. Percy was born in 1885 in Greenville, Mississippi and is best known for
his 1941 autobiography Lanterns on the Levee. Percy begins this poem with the familiar
Biblical images of Mary “at the cross” (line 1) and “at the tomb” (2). In the western
cultural consciousness, Mary is the epitome of “how women break their hearts to ease /
Another’s ill” (8). But then, Percy’s poem turns in an unexpected direction:
Compassionate and wise in pain,
Most faithful in defeat,
The holy Marys I have watched and loved
Live on our street. (9-12)
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Instead of the model of feminine strength, Mary, the women Percy most admires are the
individuals he actually knows. This image of womanhood is much less restrictive than
those depicted in Southern men’s poems from previous eras because it praises women for
their actions instead of their appearance. Unlike earlier poems, Percy’s suggests that
everyday women, such as those living on his street, deserve admiration. Instead of
holding up a model of the ideal woman, such as the belle or lady, Percy values not
perfection but goodness in the individual.
Another poem that eschews nostalgia for the ideal woman of yesteryear is Hervey
Allen’s poem “Beyond Debate.” Although Allen was born in Pennsylvania, he spent four
years teaching in Charleston, South Carolina and was a founder of the Poetry Society of
South Carolina. He may not qualify as a Southerner according to traditional assumptions
about Southern identity, but his investment in the literary life of the South would surely
suggest his familiarity with Southern culture and tradition (Hibbard 247). His poems are
anthologized in the1928 Lyric South collection of Southern poetry. Allen’s poem does
not praise the modern woman but mocks the constrained Victorian-era woman who holds
onto outdated notions of femininity. The opening stanza depicts the subject as a relic of
another era: “Miss Perdee wears the thin smile / And the sleeves of 1888” (lines 3-4). He
then draws a connection between nineteenth-century women’s fashion trends and the
attitudes they reflect regarding women:
Miss Perdee’s face is stifled as a sonnet;
Upon her wire-tight hair a duck-shaped bonnet
Nests, nodding with a cachepeigne
Of violets on it. (5-8)
The comparison of her face to a sonnet and her hairstyle and ornamented hairpiece show
that Miss Perdee is beautiful but in an outdated, constricted, and ostentatious way. The
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“wire-tight” hair she has manipulated into a fashionable foreign style and the “stifled”
face imply that her appearance is of utmost importance. Besides her physical appearance,
Miss Perdee’s heritage also plays a role in the image she wished to project. In the
following stanza, Allen mocks the importance traditional Southerners place on their
family line:
Miss Perdee wears the sure air of a queen,
Which only queens and Perdees can achieve.
The Perdees had blue blood in Adam’s veins
When Adam had the rib he gave to Eve. (13-16)
In an age when society is becoming less and less tied to the land and the power of landowning families, Miss Perdee’s lineage, which was once important, becomes ridiculous
in Allen’s hyperbolic rendering of the family line. Yet, she does not recognize her waning
importance, as she still “wears the sure air of a queen.”
Women’s poetry started the trend of Belle-busting a century before white male
poets caught on. Clearly, the lateness in this shift came with the rapid changes in gender
relations that the twentieth century ushered in. But in the post-Reconstruction, Jim Crowera South, race relations further complicated the already complex associations between
men and women. James Weldon Johnson, a late nineteenth – early twentieth-century
African American poet, wrote “The White Witch,” which expressed the simultaneous
fear and disdain that black men felt toward white women. Their sexuality was a threat to
black men, who had even less political power than white women. Miscegenation was a
crime, and while white women suffered only social consequences, black men were
punished by death. Susan Donaldson and Anne Goodwyn Jones claim, “During the Jim
Crow Era…a set of narratives portrayed the white South as a society under siege, pressed
by the imperative of protecting white women from black rapists and thus driven to
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reenact lynching rituals over and over again” (1). As a response to such narratives,
Johnson’s poem reverses this narrative, casting the white woman as the antagonist and
the black man as the victim. Born in 1871, Johnson traveled north to New York, met
Frederick Douglass, and grew up to become an educator, active member of the NAACP,
and a prolific essayist and poet best known for his 1912 novel The Autobiography of an
Ex-Colored Man. Published in his 1917 collection Fifty Years and Other Poems,
Johnson’s “The White Witch” offers an interesting parallel to Ransom’s “Captain
Carpenter,” which was published seven years later.
Whereas Ransom’s poem voices white men’s fear that the New Woman
threatened traditional Southern culture, Johnson’s poem depicts the New Woman as a
threat to the individual black man’s existence. In the first stanza, Johnson’s speaker
warns:
O, brothers mine, take care! Take care!
The great white witch rides out to-night,
Trust not your prowess nor your strength;
Your only safety lies in flight;
For in her glance there is a snare,
And in her smile there is a blight. (lines 1-6)
The identity of the “great white witch” reverses one’s expectations of what a witch
should be. Like the “pretty lady” in Ransom’s poem, she is not what she appears to be. In
popular culture and literature, the witch is often dressed in black, but here she is notably
white. Her unexpected image suggests Johnson’s wish to reverse society’s stereotypes of
black men as predators and white women as victims. Yet, that the color white would refer
to race is only a subtle suggestion in the first stanza. Stanzas 2-4 begin to develop the
correlation between the “white witch” and the Southern belle.
The great white witch you have not seen?
Then, younger brothers mine, forsooth,
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Like nursery children you have looked
For ancient hag and snaggled tooth;
But no, not so; the witch appears
In all the glowing charms of youth.
Her lips are like carnations red,
Her face like new-born lilies fair,
Her eyes like ocean waters blue,
She moves with subtle grace and air,
And all about her head there floats
The golden glory of her hair.
But though she always thus appears
In form of youth and mood of mirth,
Unnumbered centuries are hers,
The infant planets saw her birth;
The child of throbbing Life is she,
Twin sister to the greedy earth. (lines 7-24)
The discrepancy between the real witch and the popular image of a witch Johnson
draws upon in the second stanza sets up his revelation of her in the third. Instead of an
“ancient hag,” she has the “glowing charms” and “form of youth.” And instead of the
“snaggled tooth,” she has “lips…like carnations red.” In the third stanza, Johnson follows
the tradition of nineteenth-century poets such Pinkney, Poe, and Horton, depicting a
beautiful woman by focusing on her most striking features. Like these poets, Johnson
presents a white woman, whose fair skin, red lips, and blue eyes are signatures of white
beauty. Studies such as Valerie Babb presents in Whiteness Visible examine how
whiteness has traditionally been equated with power in American culture because of its
association with beauty. Here, Johnson uses images of whiteness and the tradition of
blazon not to praise his subject but to rob her of this ideological power. He borrows this
technique from his white poetic predecessors in order to establish that the belle and the
witch are one and the same. He also asserts that although history has upheld the notion
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that a woman’s beauty is outward evidence of a pure spirit, this façade is a deception, and
she is actually “[t]win sister to the greedy earth.”
The next stanza solidifies the implied connections that Johnson’s speaker has
made between the witch and the belle:
And back behind those smiling lips,
And down within those laughing eyes,
And underneath the soft caress
Of hand and voice and purring sighs,
The shadow of the panther lurks,
The spirit of the vampire lies. (25-30)
It is notable that Johnson uses the words “back,” “behind,” “down,” and “underneath” to
convey the belle’s concealment of the monster within. This language recalls the character
Duessa from Spenser’s Fairie Queene, who disguises herself as a beautiful woman but,
underneath this exterior, is actually a monster whose “nether parts” are “misshapen and
monstrous” (Gilbert and Gubar 820) and Ransom’s belle. Johnson’s poem may not
directly allude to these works; however, his word choice suggests what his speaker
reveals later in the poem – that the belle’s predatory nature as a “panther” or a “vampire”
likewise can be found underneath her gentle exterior. The speaker continues to grow
more explicit in the witch’s sexually predatory nature in the following stanzas:
For I have seen the great white witch,
And she has led me to her lair,
And I have kissed her red, red lips
And cruel face so white and fair;
Around me she has twined her arms,
And bound me with her yellow hair.
I felt those red lips burn and sear
My body like a living coal…. (31-41)
The image of the red lips, earlier rendered beautiful and fragile when Johnson likened
them to carnations, now carries connotations of pain, as he compares them to burning
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coals. Furthermore, words such as “lair,” “twined,” and “bound” show that the woman’s
temptations are not those of an innocent belle intending to entice but of an evil witch
intending to trap her victim.
Next, Johnson solidifies his image of the white woman as a “witch” who uses her
sexuality as a weapon in a battle where the black man inevitably loses. The ninth stanza
presents an interesting set of paradoxes which mirrors the overall paradox of racial and
gender expectations in the early twentieth-century South:
She feels the old Antaean strength
In you, the great dynamic beat
Of primal passions, and she sees
In you the last besieged retreat
Of love relentless, lusty fierce,
Love pain-ecstatic, cruel-sweet. (49-54)
When Johnson alludes to the mythical giant Antaeus, whose strength was unrivaled until
Hercules discovered his weakness and defeated him (“Antaeus”), he draws a parallel to
his African American “brothers.” Like Antaeus, men are supposed to be strong, but their
physical strength will be no match for the witch’s “love relentless,” which may lead them
to “besieged retreat” if they are not wary. Also, the phrases “pain-ecstatic” and “cruelsweet” present paradoxes about the type of sexual desire instigated by the white witch.
Love should be “ecstatic” and “sweet”, but in the context of illegal interracial
relationships, it only leads to “pain” and “cruel[ty],” and possibly death.
Now, Johnson was by no means a misogynist; he praised black women for their
beauty (“Beautiful Women” 84) and encouraged them to educate themselves so that they
might be fit to vote (“The Colored Woman Voter” 82-83). Further, he supported the
women’s rights movement for all races (Wilson 74). However, the hypocrisy that resulted
from false beliefs and expectations regarding race and gender was an issue that Johnson
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could not ignore. “The White Witch” attests to the painful reality that the Southern Lady,
in some cases, did not deserve the pedestal status that the mythology of Southern culture
had given her by default.
On the other hand, Jean Toomer’s poem “Portrait in Georgia,” which Toomer
wrote during his 1921-1923 “Ancestral Consciousness” period, addresses these racial and
sexual tensions in a somewhat less aggressive manner. Toomer uses the traditional
technique of the blazon to show his admiration for his subject, a white woman. The poem
reveals only her hair, eyes, lips, and a vague outline of her silhouette. Like his nineteenthcentury predecessors, Toomer fetishizes his subject. Yet because he is a black man
gazing at a white woman, the portrait of his subject has an entirely different look and
effect than it does in their poems. Instead of being spiritually strengthened by her
presence, this male onlooker is reminded of his tenuous existence; when he gazes at her
body, he imagines his own body being tortured. To begin, he sees her hair, “braided like
chestnut, / coiled like a lyncher’s rope” (lines 1-2). The image of her hair reminds him
that, should he act on his desires, he could be lynched. Toomer follows this opening
image with further snapshots of her features. Her eyes are “fagots” (3), her lips are “old
scars, or the first red blisters” (4), and her “slim body” (6) is “white as the ash / of black
flesh after flame” (6-7). These similes and metaphors connect the speaker’s physical
desire for the woman and the physical consequences that could result from it. Toomer
also shows the irony of the racial double standard in his juxtaposition of the colors black
and white in the last lines. While the simile “white as the ash” describes the woman’s
skin, the following phrase – “of black flesh after flame” – suggests the image of a black
man’s burning flesh as he suffers punishmen for his alleged crime. Like Johnson’s poem,
Toomer’s “portrait” exposes the ugly side of the myth of Southern womanhood. On the
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other hand, it does not depict the white woman as a monster who knowingly lures the
black man into miscegenation. Her mere existence, coupled with his mere admiration, is
sufficient to end his life. The hypocrisy of the myth that his poem exposes is that a black
man could lose his life for doing the same thing that white men have been expected to do:
admiring and loving a beautiful woman. Although Toomer’s poem comes from his
“Ancestral Consciousness” period of writing, it is not merely a historical reflection. It is
also relevant in his own day because years of slavery and racial injustice still lingered in
Southern society. While lynching was by definition illegal, the strong presence of the Ku
Klux Klan in the South at this time presented a very real threat of lynching to innocent
black citizens.
However, not all early twentieth-century African American men presented
antagonistic images of women in their poetry. John Wesley Holloway, son of one of the
first black teachers in Georgia, wrote “Miss Melerlee,” a poem that praises a beautiful
black woman. “Miss Melerlee” counters the image of the belle or lady first because it
shows that black women are just as worthy of poetry’s praise as white women. Like Poe
with Helen, Holloway experiences love at first sight with the woman he names Miss
Melerlee:
Ah nevah seed yo’ face befo’
An’ lakly won’t again no mo’;
But yo’ sweet smile will follow me
Cla’r into eternity! (17-20)
Clearly, she had made a great impression on the poet. However, unlike Poe, the effect is
not one that elevates the poet to a higher spiritual plane. He simply likes the way Miss
Melerlee looks. Also, the informal dialect and the barely constrained tone he uses to
praise the woman render her in a more earlthly and less ethereal manner than the poets of
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the previous century. Recalling the white poets of the nineteenth century, Holloway
isolates the woman’s most admirable physical traits, such as her “[s]of’ black cheek, an’
smilin’ face / An’ willowy form chuck full o’ grace” (lines 3-4). Holloway includes
traditional feminine features of the cheek, face, and form, but the adjectives he uses to
describe them, as well as his diction, render the woman as dark-skinned and lively instead
of white and statuesque.
Women’s poetry in the modern period offers an alternative perspective of the
New Woman to Ransom’s “Captain Carpenter” or Johnson’s “The White Witch.”
Whereas their poems suggest that society has created a monster out of woman, their
poetry suggests that society itself may be the monster and woman the victim. Anne
Goodwyn Jones claims that “[d]espite or even because of modernization, the concerns of
Southern women writers remained fixed on the conflicts between female identity,
autonomy, and authority, on one hand, and on the other, resistance, especially mythbased resistance, to them” (280). Like their Victorian predecessors, modern women poets
in the South found themselves unable to play the role of the belle or lady. And northern
influences of industrialization were beginning to plant seeds of ideological change, but to
the extent that they had any real effects on Southern women, many who still “worked as
wives and mothers on farms or in the mills, with no legal birth control and inferior
property rights” (Jones 279) was not always visible. Therefore, a paradoxical coupling of
resistance and futility runs throughout much of Southern women’s poetry in this period.
Anne Spencer’s 1927 poem “Letter to My Sister” expresses the feeling that, even
in her progressive era, women are still subject to a double standard:
It is dangerous for a woman to defy the gods;
To taunt them with the tongue’s thin tip,
Or strut in the weakness of mere humanity,
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Or draw a line daring them to cross;
The gods own the searing lightning,
The drowning waters, tormenting fears
And anger of red sins…. (lines 1-7)
In the opening line, the word “woman” is notable. However, the word “woman” isolates
the female gender: does it imply that men may defy the gods? Throughout history, men
have defied the gods to their detriment, but this has not stopped men from risking the
danger of hubris. Spencer’s wording suggests that for women, the danger lies in the
context of defying gender expectations. Recalling Barbara Welter’s commentary on the
concept of “true womanhood” established in the nineteenth century, women were
expected to uphold the “cardinal virtues” of piety and submission to God and to men.
Although Spencer wrote this poem well into the twentieth century, society still clung to
traditional views of gender. That women did not achieve suffrage until 1920 attests to this
reality. In this context, insubordinate actions such as “taunt[ing]” and “strut[ting]” lay
outside the realm of acceptability for women because they are actions of pride. Even
though they are taken “in the weakness of mere humanity,” this moment is reminiscent of
McCord’s poem “Fallen Angels,” which suggested that women were expected to rise
above the weaknesses of mere mortals. In addition to the backdrop of the Cult of
Southern Femininity, the context of Spencer’s body of poetry, which explores the “jarring
effects of racism and sexism in human society” (Honey 257) allows for reading “gods” as
“men,” or at least patriarchal society.
The second stanza introduces the paradox of being a woman in the early twentieth
century South. Spencer’s speaker states that, while a woman may not act too masculine,
neither may she act too feminine. Actions that recall the “fallen angels” in McCord’s
poem are not rendered desirable here:
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Oh, but worse still if you mince timidly –
Dodge this way or that, or kneel or pray,
Be kind, or sweat agony drops
Or lay your quick body over your feeble young;
If you have beauty or none, if celibate
Or vowed – the gods are Juggernaut,
Passing over…over… (8-14)
The woman who sacrifices herself in pursuit of piety or to care for others is “worse” than
the one who defies the gods. Traditional Southern values, such as “beauty” and
“celiba[cy]” are rendered worthless because in Spencer’s day, they no longer had the
agency that they did in the nineteenth century South. In the eyes of the gods, or society, it
does not matter whether a woman has these qualities or not; they are no longer virtues.
No matter how perfect their appearance or actions are, the “Juggernaut” of society
renders all women powerless.
Spencer concludes that a woman’s image cannot save her. The only means of
victory for women, the poem suggests, is to become a nonentity.
This you may do:
Lock your heart, then, quietly,
And lest they peer within,
Light no lamp when dark comes down
Raise no shade for sun;
Breathless must your breath come through
If you’d die and dare deny
The gods their god-like fun. (15-22)
Here, Spencer does not appear to give this advice to women in earnest. As an African
American woman writer, she has broken the social codes that pressure her to lock her
heart and keep her lamp unlit. Therefore, Spencer herself has seemingly “defied the
gods.” Jones notes that the lingering myth of Southern womanhood “denied or prescribed
what women could write as well as how they could live” (279), and this presented a
challenge to women who did not fit the myth’s mold. Therefore, returning to the first
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stanza, women pay a price for their bold actions. Perhaps defiance does not bring on the
punishment of “searing lightning” or “drowning waters” as the gods of antiquity
delivered. Perhaps the modern woman faces the social punishments of “tormenting fears”
or “anger of red sins” instead.
Georgia Douglas Johnson’s poem “The Heart of a Woman” was published nine
years prior to Spencer’s poem, yet it expresses similar dissatisfaction with the constraints
early twentieth-century society placed on black women. She uses the traditional image of
the caged bird to depict her confinement but also points out that while the woman’s heart
“tries to forget it has dreamed of the stars” (line 7) it still “breaks, breaks, breaks on the
sheltering bars” (8). This last line suggests that she is “defying the gods” by attempting to
break free. And Gwendolyn Bennett’s “To a Dark Girl” also reflects an attitude that
defies social constraints on black women. Bennett opens the poem by addressing the girl:
“I love you for your brownness” (line 1), a statement flouting early twentieth-century
Southern society, which held strong prejudices against dark-skinned people. She also sees
in the girl “something of old forgotten queens” (5) and urges her to “for[get] that you
once were slave / And let your full lips laugh at Fate!” (11-12). The lines that end
Bennett’s poem act as a call for black women to shrug off the burdens of history and Fate
and, in defiance, laugh at them. Although one could not conclude that modern African
American women were all bold feminists, these poems written by African American
women suggest that such women did exist and that these women urged others to follow
them.
Robert Penn Warren holds a unique position in Southern literature, as he began
publishing poetry in the 1920s and continued to do so for over sixty years. Warren’s
career spans a time of tremendous physical and cultural changes in the South, as well as
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the rest of the United States. Much of Warren’s poetry reflects on the relationship
between the past and the present; in terms of gender relations, it suggests that the gender
roles of the past do not work in present society. A group of three sonnets from Poems
1922-1943, “Portraits of Three Ladies,” does not vilify women as “Captain Carpenter”
does but casts a cynical light on gender relations according to chivalrous codes.
The first portrait opens not with the lady but with an old-fashioned looking man
dressed in “black spurs” (line 3) and a “black emblazoned sark” (4). Warren does not
offer a physical description of the woman, as nineteenth-century poets do, but the
“portrait” of her emerges in her reaction to the suitor. He informs us that “she, of course,
knew no mythology / And could not thrill, as others might have done, / To pale and lunar
murmurs of the sea / Or gilded savage clarions of the sun” (6-8). On the surface, the
poem is about a gentleman admiring a pretty lady, a subject that reminds us of Pinkney’s
and Poe’s poems. However, Warren renders this subject in a threatening rather than a
romantic manner. When “often that lean smile his lean lips wore / Brutally gashed the
drab peace of her mind” (9-10), Warren suggests that the woman is not the object of
innocent adoration but of violent intentions. Here, the man’s gaze does not put her on a
pedastal but seems to threaten her. Warren ends this scene with “[t]he scent of damp fern
crushed by satyr hoofs” (14). This image, alluding to one of Bacchus’s lecherous
servants, suggests that the admirer has the will and the means to do her harm. Whether
this portrait is a reality or a figment of the lady’s imagination, it nonetheless debunks the
nineteenth-century romanticism of the Southern lady as an object of male admiration and
devotion.
The second portrait solidifies the notion that role of the lady is obsolete. Here, the
lady refuses her suitor’s advances, leaving him “to contemplate / His graceful posturings
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of adoration; / To think; ‘At least in this one situation / My rhetoric was deft and
adequate’” (5-8). The “rhetoric” of romantic admiration may be “deft and adequate,” but
the lady in Warren’s portrait reduces her admirer’s words to mere “graceful posturings”
instead of honest sentiments. Because the language of romance is only an act, the lady’s
position as the object of admiration loses its authenticity. Warren concludes this portrait
with an image of the lady looking up at the stars, a conventional poetic image depicting
the beautiful but remote woman. Usually, the stars are shown from the man’s point of
view. But here, the lady looks at the stars with “eyes of desolation” (11). Through her
eyes, the stars are “taciturn and cynic” (13) and exist in a “shattered night” (12). The stars
do not inspire the lady to lofty romantic ideals as they do in poems such as Poe’s “To
Helen.” Here, their light exudes despair.
“Birth of Love,” a poem written decades later in 1974, likewise brings the female
figure down from her pedestal, so to speak. Like Poe’s “To Helen,” Warren’s “Birth of
Love” adopts a voyeuristic perspective as Warren’s male subject quietly watches a
woman’s movements but never interacts with her. The man in the poem claims to be
“nothing but an eye” (line 13) and, in the Petrarchan tradition, he experiences love
through vision. However, the Petrarchan vision falls apart quickly. In the opening line,
Warren notes that the time is “Season late, day late, sun just down” (1); the lateness of
the season and time alludes to the woman, whom we find later to be not as youthful as a
Belle. Warren’s woman is, in contrast to Pinkney’s, more of earth than heaven. In the
poem’s opening, she emerges from a pond to stand “on raw grass” (5) and, throughout
the poem, is seen closely related to natural images. Furthermore, Warren’s image is more
worn and commonplace than pure and perfectly beautiful. In contrast to Pinkney’s and
Poe’s female subjects, this woman has a body “marked by [the man’s] use, and Time’s”
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(14). Instead of praising flawless physical features, the seer focuses on her imperfections:
“that posture of female awkwardness” (17) and “breasts bulge[ing] down in / The pure
curve of their weight and buttocks / Moon[ing] up” (18-20). Warren claims that the
woman’s posture, despite and perhaps because of its imperfection, is a “stab of suddenly
perceived grace” (18).
Also, color and light enhance Warren’s attitude toward the female subject, as they
do Poe’s. However, while Poe makes use of the dichotomy of moonlight and darkness to
emphasize the ethereal qualities of the female subject in a dark, or evil, world, Warren
chooses colors that reflect the woman’s earthliness and blur the line between her and the
earth. His poem begins with a view of the sky, which he describes as “[c]old gunmetal
but with a wash of live rose” (2). While the hint of rose, a color associated with
femininity, in the sunset appears before the woman exits the water and exposes her naked
body, when the man sees her completely, he marks her “face lifted toward the high sky,
where the over-wash of rose color now fails” (25-26). Interestingly, we find Warren’s
woman in the same position as Poe’s Helen, yet the effect in each poem is entirely
different. The rose color’s “failure” suggests a similar failure of the idealized feminine
image, and the poet notes that “no star yet throbs there” (26-27), suggesting less
hopefulness than Poe, who equates Helen’s eyes to stars. And while her gaze remains
“lifted toward the high sky” (25), a direction that, in Poe’s poem, suggests divine vision,
this woman’s eyes do not radiate the kind of light that Helen’s do. Warren writes, “what
light / In the sky yet lingers or, from / The metallic and abstract severity of water, lifts”
(31-32). The little light that illuminates the woman is muted and harsh, and its dimness
undercuts any attempt on the speaker’s part to find heavenly inspiration in the woman’s
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upturned gaze. He also refuses to impose meaning on the figure the woman makes as she
stands in the muted dusk light:
A white stalk from which the face flowers gravely toward
the high sky.
This moment is non-sequential and absolute, and admits
Of no definition, for it
Subsumes all other, and sequential, moments by which
Definition might be possible. (35-39)
He does compare the woman’s body to a flower, an image seen in earlier poems. But
Warren intentionally refuses to project meaning onto her as earlier poets do. And instead
of a sense of fulfillment, as earlier poets seem to gain from their vision of a woman, this
man’s gaze follows her “beyond the dusk-dripping leaves” (46), and it leads to a moment
of loss: “whiteness / Dimly glimmers, goes” (46-47). Warren’s speaker, like Poe’s, looks
to the heavens, but he stares up only into darkness.
Warren’s poem lacks the antebellum poets’ certainty of the woman as a beacon of
divine love and hope; perhaps this is a long-term result of the changes and uncertainty in
gender roles since at least the mid-to-late nineteenth century. However, he does not imply
that we should abandon love along with Petrarchan attitudes. While admittedly Warren’s
object of love is not a “paragon,” the title, first of all, suggests a love that is fresh and
new. David Wyatt claims, “This birth is really a rebirth. The man has fallen in love with
this woman, as he will, with grace, again…as if for the first time, as if he were free to
choose, apart from all the historical obligations determining such a choice” (165). Wyatt
suggests that perhaps this man’s love is more genuine than Pinkney’s or Poe’s because it
is free of illusions and unrealistic expectations. Warren’s last lines show the gazer:
Suspended in his darkling medium, stares
Upward where, though not visible, he knows
She moves, and in his heart he cries out that, if only
He had such strength, he would put his hand forth
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And maintain it over her to guard, in all
Her out-goings and in-comings, from whatever
Inclemency of sky or slur of the world’s weather
Might ever be. In his heart
He cries out. Above
Height of the spruce-night and heave of the far mountain,
he sees
The first star pulse into being. It gleams there.
I do not know what promise it makes to him. (lines 48-59)
Leaving us with “the first star puls[ing] into being” (line 58) and refusing to make a claim
about the “promise it makes to him” (59), Warren ends his poem much less definitively
than Poe does his. As in the previous poems, we see this woman only through the man’s
perception of her, but Warren’s perception of women at least appears to be truer to life
than the views the other poems present because it acknowledges that the existence of love
is neither certain nor perfect, and the woman is neither an idol nor an enemy.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
Each of these poems, in its own way, comments on the woman’s social role, most
notably on her impact on men. However removed from the real world these women may
seem to be, they are no doubt marks of real desires, attitudes, and social codes of the past
and present South. Clearly, not all Southern women embody the image of the belle or
lady or the “Belle Gone Bad.” However, the fact that these figures that show up in
Southern poetry suggest that such women did exist and influence the ideals and values of
their time. The poetry of the antebellum, postbellum, and twentieth-century South shows
general changes in the images and roles of women in the Southern consciousness. Several
factors brought about woman’s evolving image in Southern poetry. First, Southern poets
became more diverse throughout these eras. Although antebellum white male poets had
the greatest influence on the image of women in poetry, African-American female poets
challenged the perspective white men presented. In the postbellum period and early
twentieth century, white male poets no longer stood alone in the realm of recognized
Southern poets as social and cultural changes allowed more white women and AfricanAmericans to join them. Also, the changes that resulted from war, reconstruction, and
industrialization resulted in new social and cultural roles for women in the South.
Therefore, all Southern poets – white, black, men, and women – wrote about women in
these contexts. This is not to suggest that the image of women depicted in the poetry of
each period is homogenous. Not all antebellum poems present women as idols, and not
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all twentieth-century poems depict them as devils. Southern poets seem to recognize that
many women lie somewhere in the space between these polarities. However, the evolving
notion of Southern femininity over these periods nonetheless influences the manner in
which Southern poets depict women.
This study is by no means comprehensive, and I acknowledge that not every poem
by every southern poet accepts the conventional values of its respective era in the
portrayal of women. Moreover, there are some gaps in this argument. First, there is a lack
of published African American poets prior to the twentieth century; therefore, the
discussion on African American poetry in the first two sections is sparser than it should
be. Also, I discovered many nineteenth-century poems which supported my argument;
however, I could not include these in my discussion because some were published
anonymously or without publication dates. The image of the Southern lady also
influenced northern poets, who were not included in the discussion. Furthermore, the
timeline of this study ends at Robert Penn Warren’s 1974 “Birth of Love.” Although
including poems from more recent decades would add to the discussion of women in
southern poetry, they extend beyond the argument that I intended to make. Therefore, the
discussion is limited to three major historical periods in southern history: the antebellum
period, the post-bellum period, and the first half of the twentieth century.
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